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New Report Focuses on BWCs in Indian Country

A new report by Michigan State
University (MSU) and Justice &
Security Strategies (JSS) found that
tribal police agencies have unique
issues regarding body-worn
cameras. The sovereignty of tribes,
their funding sources, and their tribal
governance distinguish them from
their municipal law enforcement
counterparts.

The study, Body-Worn Cameras in
Indian Country: Perspectives from
Tribal Police Chiefs, also found that
tribal agencies have the same
problems of municipal police
agencies. That is, they are
challenged by managing digital
evidence, selecting proper storage
for footage, and sharing that footage
with other agencies.

The report fills part of the gap in our
understanding of how BWCs are
used in Indian Country. It highlights
the experiences of 22 tribal police
agencies whose executives were
interviewed during 2024.

Findings

All agencies reported having a BWC
program in place, though two had
suspended their programs due to
outdated equipment, digital
evidence management (DEM)
challenges, and technical support
issues. Agencies varied in their
approach to video storage, with
some utilizing cloud-based systems
while others relied on in-house
servers to maintain greater control
over their data.

Many agencies reported difficulties
in sustaining their programs due to
limited funding, as their contracts
with the Bureau of Indian Affairs
(BIA) remain the primary financial
resource and have not increased in
recent years.

Tribal sovereignty plays a key role in
how agencies manage BWC
footage. Because of their ability to
govern themselves, tribes are not
tied to state or Federal laws or rules
regarding BWCs. For example,
unlike non-tribal departments, most
tribal agencies do not publicly
release videos, even in response to
external Freedom of Information Act

(FOIA) requests. Formal agreements

for video sharing with other law
enforcement agencies are
uncommon, though informal sharing
occurs when tribal officers assist in
incidents with other non-tribal
agencies.

To read the full report, go HERE.

Tribal chiefs recognize that BWCs
have proven benefits in
strengthening officer accountability,
supporting investigations, and
improving prosecutorial outcomes,
but they are concerned about the
long-term sustainability of their BWC
programs. The surveyed agencies
expressed a strong desire to
continue their BWC programs, but
they emphasized that financial and
technical challenges threaten their
ability to do so. Without increased
funding and support, many agencies
will struggle to maintain and upgrade
their BWC programs, potentially
compromising or reducing services
in other areas within their agencies.

Apply now for body-worn
cameras! Click HERE for
more information.

Over the past six years, 26
federally recognized tribal law
enforcement agencies have
received more than $770,000 in
BWOC funding. Be the next tribal

agency to drive innovation,
enhance officer safety, and
implement BWCs in your
community.
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